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Introduction: Some Necessary Remarks
This thesis studies literary modernism’s philosophies of nature by looking at two novels
written by E.M. Forster. It is my aim to show how E.M. Forster examines historical attitudes
about natural environments and climates, what values are attached to them, and how
relationships between humanity and nature are imagined in his modernist fiction. My goal is to
attend less to nature itself than to theoretical concepts, ideologies, and aesthetic theories about
nature. I want to argue that Passage to India and Howard’s End articulate shared concerns with
the vitality of the earth, the shaping force of climate, the need for new ways of understanding the
natural world, and criticisms of imperial power and structures. In these works, Forster meditates
upon the changing landscape in various ways. Clark argues in The Cambridge Introduction to
Literature and the Environment that Forster seems preoccupied with the idea of “an originally
healthy, fulfilled or unalienated human nature…that modern society...[has] suppressed, divided
or distorted and that needs to be restored” (Clark 16). The two novels I will be analyzing, A
Passage to India and Howard’s End, reveal Forster’s preoccupation with significant concepts in
environmental and intellectual history, global industrialization by the British Empire, its decline,
and the emergence of ecology as a revolutionary means of ordering the physical world, and what
solutions, if any, can be offered, or what we can glean from the reading of these two novels.1
Forster’s depictions of town and country and of the natural world’s devastation at the
hands of both the city and industrial modernization function as part of a long-standing tradition
known as pastoralism. Buell highlights the idealized pastoral’s connection to the original basic
sentiments of ecocriticism: “[it is]…the idea of (re)turn to a less urbanized, more ‘natural’ state

My ecocritical reading of Forster’s A Passage to India, for example, allows me to conclude that not only is the
imperial/colonial friendship between the novel’s two main characters impossible but also that the novel foreshadows
the end to the British Empire’s colonial rule of India. Conversely, I later argue that the novel reads almost like an
epitaph of the British Empire and its dissolution.
1
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of existence” (Buell 31). This was also a common theme for the Romantics whose work is often
understood to be an early precursor to ecocriticism.2 In fact, this older tradition of pastoralism,
which is, in reality, a Eurocentric fetishization of Romanticism, is greatly satirized in A Passage
to India. Forster makes his satire of the British Empire clear in the interactions of Fielding,
Adela, and Mrs. Moore, whose Eurocentric view of India understands it to be a “muddle.” I
discuss this a bit later in the thesis. In Forster’s English novels, such as Howard’s End, his
understanding of nature has at this point clearly developed along similar lines. Howard’s End,
presents readers with a beautiful English countryside peopled with impulsive, passionate
characters. These characters in Howard’s End stand in direct contrast to the modern, polluted,
degrading city that Medalie argues, “eats away at the islands of tradition and refuge” (Medalie
8).
In Howards End, Forster treats the threat of the machine’s incursion into and the
ramifications of the Industrial Revolution in his descriptions of the English countryside. It reads
very much as a novel discussing the after-effects of the Industrial Revolution at the end of the
Victorian era. A Passage to India and Howard’s End can be read in tandem with each other:
Howard’s End is a prescient novel Forster wrote before the dawn of World War I and before the
dawn of modernism and A Passage to India reads as an elegy to empire and colonialism’s
failure.3 Forster locates England’s social decline in its detachment from nature, precipitated by
the hurried pace and increased mechanization of city centers. If India was famously considered a
“muddle” by its Eurocentric characters such as Fielding, then in Howard’s End, England is

I am referring to the Romantic period in literature of the 18th and 19th centuries, not “new” Romantic lyricists such
as those found in the United Kingdom in the latter half of the 20 th century.
3
It is certainly capturing the period before the dawn of Modernism, specifically before High Modernism. In many
ways, these novels function as a subversive Hegelian synthesis and antithesis. They are almost mirror images in
Forster’s oeuvre.
2
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likewise considered a “muddle” for different reasons altogether. The landscape is being
denaturalized by urban technological expansion. However, make no mistake—the pastoral can
often be fetishized and one reason why such a satirical depiction of fetishized romanticism exists
in A Passage to India is because pastoral and/or Romantic works have long exaggerated the
beauty of the country.4
Place, landscape, and environment have in recent decades joined gender, class, and race
as critical categories in which to study literature. Lawrence Buell, in his foundational ecocritical
work, The Environmental Imagination, writes that there are several categories which
compromise “an organic ecocritical work” (7). As an initial trajectory, let’s focus on two notions
of Buell’s theory. My preliminary interest is in the first two categories of which he speaks:
1. The nonhuman environment is present not merely as a framing device but as a
presence that begins to suggest that human history is implicated in natural history
2. The human interest is not understood to be the only legitimate interest. (Buell 7)
It is these two categories of Lawrence Buell’s that form the initial trajectory for my interpretation
and research into E.M. Forster’s 1924 novel, A Passage to India. These concerns are likewise
shared in my analysis of Forster’s Howard’s End. Simply put, applying these two threads to a
reading of A Passage to India can lead readers to realize how Forster’s depiction of the
landscape of India tries to overcome the ideology and politics of the British Empire, while also
exposing the hypocrisy of the modern liberal humanist project exemplified by characters such as
Ronny, Adela, or Fielding in A Passage to India. Traditionally, postcolonial critiques of A
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This is similar to how in the Victorian era, the authors of Condition-of-England novel exaggerated aspects of the
Industrial Revolution and treated the working poor as largely monolithic, thus Victorian writers overly
sentimentalized them. They also expressed collective apprehension about the irreligious nature of the working-class
and the anxiousness present behind the potentially violent collective action of Chartism and trade unionism.
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Passage to India, such as Edward Said’s, have focused on how Indians are depicted in a
Eurocentric manner. While this is a worthwhile reading, Said’s interpretation of the novel does
not address its environmental aspects. I want to talk briefly about some of my concerns as they
relate to A Passage to India more specifically.
Historically, the landscape of India has often been overlooked or much of the
conversation about the novel has been relegated to the “enigma” or mystery of the Marabar
caves, or how Forster’s depiction of India as a “muddle” is a moral failing of the novel. I hope to
go beyond this traditional reading. In my view, seeing the landscape of India in A Passage to
India only as a secondary concern or dismissing Forster’s depiction of India as simply
Eurocentric and thus not worth considering is a mistake too many make and have made. It also
does not do justice to Forster’s varied and descriptive depiction of India’s very own ecosystem
and architecture. As Buell suggests, in this context, at least, the Marabar caves are not merely a
“framing device”; viewing the Marabar caves only “because of the plot,” as one could say,
should not be the only interest to readers and scholars. It is my opinion, just as Buell suggests,
that Forster’s depiction of the Indian landscape and non-human life should be more heavily noted
in current readings of the novel. In fact, too little criticism of an ecocritical nature has been
published with regard to A Passage to India; this has made writing such an analysis all the more
difficult. In fact, I argue that Forster is heavily preoccupied with notions of the Anthropocene.5
The Modernist Anthropocene differs from accounts of modernism that emphasize its
nostalgia or lament for a bygone era and from competing theories that emphasize a potential
glance towards futurism. Strikingly, the two novels I analyze in this thesis are set either before

On “anthropocene” see Timothy Clark in Ecocriticism on the Edge: The Anthropocene as a Threshold Concept:
“Its force is mainly a loose, shorthand term for all the new contexts and demands – cultural, ethical, aesthetic,
philosophical and political – of environmental issues that are truly planetary in scale” (2).
5
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WWI (Howard’s End), or immediately afterwards (A Passage to India): Howards End takes
place before the war; Forster began writing A Passage to India in 1912. A result of this is the
change of perspective about the two wars, with the date 1914 emphasizing the dramatic end of
Britain’s Imperial power. It is my belief – shared with many other critics – that A Passage to
India practically reads as an elegy for the British Empire. Forster’s work engages
contemporaneous notions of climatic, or environmental, determinism as the climate began to
change more rapidly due to increasing industrialization and as the British Empire reached its
peak as a global force producing tremendous effects on the Earth system. Here, I attend to the
speculative aspects of Forster’s work: its occasional apocalyptic tone, the often-distant viewpoint
it takes toward human civilization, and its sense of the earth as a living thing.
In A Passage to India, Forster critiques the British Empire’s disregard for the earth as a
living entity; this is similar to Timothy Clark’s contention that the landscape has been
“suppressed.” The British Imperial officers use the Indian landscape as a means to separate
themselves and Indians even further away from the Indian world; this, in a sense, creates a
means to establish power and create a logic of Imperial distance away from the very colonial
subjects who themselves are owed the land. Early in the novel, Forster mentions that the civil
station is “laid out” “on the second rise” over Chandrapore, and a line of “toddy palms and neem
trees and mangoes and pepul…hide the bazaars” from the British line of sight (4). For the British
officers, it reproduces and represents their predominance over and isolation from both human
and nonhuman India. However, I also want to make note of how Forster uses animals to
delineate Imperial spatial boundaries. A noteworthy moment of dialogue is Ronny’s comment,
“Nothing’s private in India” (Forster 32). This is most clearly seen in the lack of discretion given
to humans by the animal world that Forster depicts in A Passage to India. Though the house
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across from Aziz’s “belong[s] to two brothers,” a squirrel “seem[s] the only occupant” (Forster
123), and when Mrs. Moore finds a wasp on her coat peg, it may be because “he mistook the peg
for a branch” (Forster 134). In these instances the non-human animal subjects subvert spatial
boundaries: they are constructing their own space upon British-owned land, and the wasp
literally invades someone’s space, mistaking Mrs. Moore for part of the landscape itself. In this
instance, an associate of the British Empire becomes objectified by the Wasp and the “whole of
India.”
Although Forster makes reference to the importance of the Indian landscape in A Passage
to India, interpersonal relationships, at least on the surface level, appear to take on a larger role
for some readers. Indeed, these readings have been prevalent in the academy historically, and
even to Forster himself. Forster had stated that his novels are meant to be read somewhat
apolitically. Even though we in the academy are often skeptical of the “authority of the author”
and likewise celebrate Roland Barthes’s notion of the “death of the author,” Forster’s own
indifferent view of the potential of the socio-political element of his novels has certainly not
helped in creating more varied responses to A Passage to India, aside from newer queer readings
of the novel. For example, take into consideration Forster’s own prefatory note to the 1957
Everyman edition of A Passage to India. John Beer notes, citing Forster’s own prefatory note,
that:
In writing it [A Passage to India], however, my main purpose was not political,
was not even sociological….It is about something more than politics, about the
search of the human race for a more lasting home, about the universe as embodied
in the Indian earth and the horror lurking in the Marabar caves and the release
symbolized by the birth of Krishna. It is philosophic and poetic. (Beer 115)
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Some immediate and quite obvious elements emerge from this note that Beer refers to: Forster
appears to be primarily concerned with interpersonal relationships, specifically the failure of
colonial friendship in the context of “the search for the human race”; the text is meant to be
inherently distant from the political realm; and finally, the text is not meant to critique the British
Empire.
Instead, what we have, is an edict from Forster to not look beneath the surface, so as to
glance or turn away from “something more,” and so, in my view, to read A Passage to India as
emblematic of the worst kinds of stereotypes concerning the “flower children” of the 1960’s: we
must turn away from a western Eurocentric space towards a fetishized and Orientalized “other.”
Forster’s own note and other readings of A Passage to India follow these trends. If, as Edward
Said would later note about Forster’s depiction of India, A Passage to India is “[not]
apprehendable” in that it is complicated, at least to a Eurocentric gaze, and Forster too easily
commends India as an Oriental space, then Forster’s own comment appears contradictory:
creating an Orientalized India would appear to be an inherently political decision. Even if Forster
appears to be “apolitical” to some extent, I do not think this is entirely the case.
Indeed, this “fetishized other,” or, rather, “the universe as embodied” as Forster says, is
something akin to T.S. Eliot’s own “Shantih” refrain at the end of “The Wasteland,” one of the
most celebrated poetic works in the Modernist canon.6 It can be read as a glance towards the

One need only look at the final section of A Passage to India, “Temple,” where Forster’s narrative, in its synthesis
of its very own dialectical and tripartite structure, finally begins to look more like a contemporary Modernist novel.
Indeed, Forster writes, “God si Love. Is this the first message of India? ‘Tukaram, Tukaram” (Forster 320).
Obviously, “God si Love” can be inverted to “God is Love,” an Indian subversion or, perhaps, an aversion to the
Christian tenant, “God is Love.” “Tukaram, Tukaram” can be read as seemingly at odds with a statement from
Christianity. It is, in some way, a movement away from Christianity towards the “mystical,” “muddle,” “enigma” of
India, the refrain of “Tukaram” representing the “peace” embodied by one the greatest of the Hindu poets because
the poetry embodied by say, Jesus of Nazareth or Paul is not enough, so one needs, in Forster’s words, to “[look] for
something more.” It is, in a word, confusing, odd, and superficial. But even if A Passage to India appears to be an
inherently contradictory novel, that does not mean Forster’s narratology is not political. And indeed, the “Shantih”
or “God si Love” refrain is nullified by the ending of the novel.
6
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philosophical and poetic “other” of India; the thrice refrain of “Shantih” exemplifies the inner
peace of Hinduism that can potentially solve the contradictions of Liberal Humanism
exemplified by Fielding in A Passage to India.7 Historically, Forster has been cited as being
solely interested in his own Forsterian motto in regards to the political content of the creative
process of crafting his novels. This is exemplified in the phrase “connect” uttered by Margaret in
his 1910 novel, Howard’s End: “Only Connect!”8 Traditionally, a cursory reading of A Passage
to India leads the reader to, as a result of the focus on the interpersonal relationships of Fielding
and Aziz or Adela and Ronny, meditate on other themes that result from this singular focus: the
failure of Indian-English friendship. However, ironically enough, the content of Forster’s novel
has plenty of political meaning manifest in its contest. A Passage to India should be read as a
novel about the failure of the practice of personal relations and spatial boundaries; it should be
read as a novel distinctly about Forster’s anxiety regarding the inevitable dissolution of the
British Empire and one that functions as its requiem which is political in and of itself albeit
unintentionally; and ultimately, Forster’s novel can be read as an epitaph on the failure of
Western Liberalism.9 Howard’s End, despite being a novel about the wealthy on its surface has
plenty of political content in the novel. Forster shows how technology, industrialization, and
globalization are, in fact, a diabolical omen surrounding the environment, slowly destroying the
landscape Forster idealizes. In what follows, I discuss Howard’s End more specifically in these
terms.

This, in my view, is exemplified in the failure of the “colonial friendship” of the two central characters, the “signs”
of Western Empire and British-Indian subject, Fielding and Aziz.
8
Indeed, in Morgan: A Biography of E.M. Forster, Nicola Beauman delineates that, “The very name of E.M. Forster
symbolized the importance of personal relations, art, the inner life, the traditions of rural life, the individual”
(Beauman 368). If we are to take this interpretation of Beauman’s, it leads to a rather boring read of Forster and A
Passage to India itself.
9
The “failure of Western Liberalism” comes from a larger reading of what Aziz and Fielding’s failed friendship
represents, but that’s beside the point and such readings are more complicated and nuanced.
7
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Cars play a deadly role in E.M. Forster’s two best novels, killing a cat in Howard’s
End and an unknown animal, thought to be a hyena, in A Passage to India. In both cases,
the automobile stands in for a way of experiencing the natural world: plowing through,
past, and even over the environment rather than attending to what Margaret Wilcox calls
in Howards End, “the earth and its emotions” (172). Representative of imperial power and
wealth in both novels, in Howard’s End the car pollutes the air, accelerates (ha!) a new suburban
lifestyle, and expands the gulf between rich and poor. Together with the Wilcoxes and their
automobile, a coming “cosmopolitanism” materializes menacingly in Howard’s End. The term
“cosmopolitanism” appears eight times in the novel as both adjective and noun: spoken three
times by Charles Wilcox to disparage Margaret, twice as the Schlegels playfully talk at breakfast,
once as Margaret’s represented thought, and in two more ominous instances by the narrator. The
first and most apparent meaning of “cosmopolitan” is aligned with the supranational and against
that which is traditionally “English”; an additional layer emphasizes modern rootlessness and the
dust kicked up by smelly cars; and a third, present only when the narrator uses the noun, gathers
a “green” association: it shows an uprooting change to the English landscape that forecasts the
imperialist as “destroyer” of the earth. These implications are also seen in A Passage to India.
In Howard’s End, landscape is talked about specifically in many instances, described
almost as Eden-like before the reader is left to discover this is nothing but a carefully constructed
illusion. Though the characters visit a variety of England’s counties, the land is invariably
described in several of Forster’s novels in romantic, idealized terms before Forster deconstructs
the landscape for his readers. Hertfordshire is described in Howard’s End as a “place...[with]
wonderful powers....It kills what is dreadful and makes what is beautiful alive” (Howard’s End
215), and as a landscape that “connect[s]—connect[s] without bitterness until all men are
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brothers” (Howard’s End 192). Margaret wonders in Howard’s End, of a particular railway
station, “Into which country will it lead, England or Suburbia?” (Howard’s End 9). It is my
contention that Forster simply views the choice between England and Suburbia as moot. The
landscape could previously “kill what [was] dreadful,” but it cannot do so anymore under threat
of mass industrialization. The modern railway, which essentially plows through the landscape in
the same way that a car does, is symbolic of this. Both England and Suburbia inevitably become
one and the same.
A sense of modern “flux” and the transformation of London and its surrounding
countryside are two of Howard’s End’s dominant themes, both focused on the impact of what
Forster calls “the machine”—his shorthand for industrialization broadly, and, more specifically,
the automobile and the smells, speed, and sensations that accompanied it. Born in 1879, alive
until 1970, Forster came of age in an era of rapid industrial development and environmental
change, passed away as the earth’s climate was well on its way to becoming a global concern,
and for the bulk of his long life was consistently and finely attuned to the changing environment
of the twentieth-century. I argue that E.M. Forster’s fiction apprehends the global implications of
local climate change at a crucial time in environmental and literary history. By relating Forster’s
Howards End to A Passage to India, the reader sees how environmentally attuned Forster truly
is. Forster is not quite the imperialist he has often been designated canonically, but rather a keen
observer who foresaw not only the passing of rural England and the arrival of a new urban way
of life, but environmental change on a global scale. The Anthropocene is both a period and a
narrative, and literary critics have long recognized the symbiotic relationship between the two.
Just as the strictly scientific version of the Anthropocene offers an invigorating jolt to literary
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studies, literary studies offers to the sciences a body of criticism bursting with theories of and
arguments about the benefits and hazards of periodization.

A Passage to India
As long as Forster studies have existed, Forster has been considered a liberal humanist
and a proponent of some benign conception of Democratic Imperialism. Many postcolonial
studies have focused on this aspect of Forster’s life and work, particularly, A Passage to India.10
However, to do so – to focus only on the very obvious Imperial aspects of the novel—discounts
the centrality of the environment of India in A Passage to India. Paul B. Armstrong notes,
“When E. M. Forster is invoked by politically minded contemporary critics, it is usually to attack
or dismiss him. His name has become token for error or lamentable naiveté, whether he is
presented as an illustration of the fallacies of liberal humanism, or as a last remnant of British
imperialism, or as a practitioner of traditional narrative methods [that] lack self-consciousness
about the epistemological ambiguities language.” (Armstrong 365) Let us turn away, for a
moment, from older, postcolonial readings of A Passage to India. Or, rather, let us use them in
conjunction with an ecocritical reading of the novel. Forster undoubtedly believes in some
conception of “communal sympathy” or what Forster himself deems as “connectedness” in his
Forsterian motto apparent in Howard’s End. However, I want to now turn to a definition of
“Romantic Humanism” proposed by Jonathan Bate,11 but cited by Timothy Clark in “Nature,
Post Nature”, that I am in agreement with and that can function as a gloss for reading Forster’s
novel: “[it] celebrat[es] engagement with the wild, either immediately or in literature, as the

I’m not quite sure how logically, at least, Imperialism can be considered “democratic” or “benign,” but let’s roll
with it.
11
Jonathan Bate originally proposes this in his 2002 book The Song of the Earth.
10
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recuperation of some supposed natural part of a human identity seen as suppressed by the effects
of abstraction, instrumentalist rationality, urban culture, and so forth” (Clark 78). The “natural
part” of the Indian human identity – the Anthropocene that many postcolonial scholars refer to in
readings of A Passage to India – is in my view, being suppressed by the British Empire via the
“instrumentalist rationality” or “urban culture” that Bate refers to.12 Or rather, what is at play
here is both a pastoral dialectic and an Imperialist dialectic continually at odds with each other.
And “this engagement” is continually at odds with itself; the landscape is very much alive and
engaged with the larger Imperial landscape of Colonial British India. It is also noted by Edward
Said, in Orientalism, who writes that ideological fictions “responded more to the culture that
produced [them] than to [their] putative object, which is the West itself” and that they “can
ascribe reality and reference to objects (other words) of [their] own making” (322).
I have said that Forster was considered a “Democratic Imperialist,” but what exactly does
this mean for a reading of the novel? All too often, what we have is evidence that shows that
Forster was opposed to Imperialism, but not to the larger Empire itself. I have already noted that
Forster himself has been noted in saying that his novels are somewhat apolitical. The question,
then, is, “is Forster only interested in maintaining the status quo?” What vision of India, and of
the British Empire does a novel like A Passage to India depict?, if Forster may not be seen as “an
ally,” to use a contemporary term, but rather, an all-too indifferent White, Western subject
writing about a landscape that is effectively depicted as part of the Oriental project? However,
having said all that, and while I acknowledge that Forster’s depiction of India can be
problematic, “something more” is amiss here. What one might miss and what critics like Said

“Anthropocene” can be a term considered to mean many things. It might be easiest to simply regard it as to what
Timothy Clark refers to as “the Anthropocene” in Ecocriticism on the Edge: The Anthropocene as a Threshold
Concept: “Its force is mainly a loose, shorthand term for all the new contexts and demands – cultural, ethical,
aesthetic, philosophical and political – of environmental issues that are truly planetary in scale…” (Clark 2)
12
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perhaps may not have noticed is that the physical landscape of India in A Passage to India has a
very significant agency that defies the traditional definition that scholars have aligned with the
“Anthropocene” and one that isn’t as simple as Bates’s “Romantic Humanism.” In Culture and
Imperialism, Said noted that he was at “a loss” in regards to A Passage to India and that
Forster’s depiction of India was “unapprehendable and too large” (201). In fact, Said has noted
that the novel lacked political relevance, was too focused on the metaphysical nature of “the
Oriental” landscape, and there was seemingly too much focus on the unknowable or
“unapprehendable” of the Oriental subject of India.
However, Said doesn’t account for the fact that the very narrative of A Passage to India
itself acknowledges the Indian landscape’s forceful and significant character and the
environment of India is seen as one resistant to human control and functions, ironically, as a
critique of Eurocentric assumptions of authority over India. Indeed, environmental forces play a
large role not just in shaping the novel, but in the novel’s complex resolution and Forster’s own
focus on the non-human “other.” When we read this in accordance with Buell’s definition of an
“organic ecocritical work,” this allows the reader to see that Forster’s India is, for example,
embodied by heat and terrain, but also “hundred[s of] voices,” allowing a complex agency to be
granted to the landscape itself (Forster 322). An almost embodied language spoken by the Indian
landscape is present in A Passage to India and it not only complicates older and more traditional
postcolonial readings, but it also affirms Bate’s definition of “Romantic humanism.” Cheryl
Glotfetyl, writing in the The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology, notes that,
“all ecological criticism shares the fundamental premise that human culture is connected to the
physical world, affecting it and affected by it” (xviii). Glotfetyl later poses the simple question of
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“what role the physical setting plays in [any] novel?” (xix). Why does Forster depict the Indian
landscape the way he does in A Passage to India?
The active antagonism of the Indian landscape towards British subjects is seen quite
clearly through the role of seasons, climate, and animals throughout the novel. A Passage to
India’s narrative is inherently tripartite. We have the “Mosque” section, the “Caves” section, and
then finally, the “Temple” section. David Medalie argues that these partitions in the novel
“represent...the shape of the weather cycle in India: the ‘Mosque’ section corresponds to the cool
or good weather; the ‘Caves’ section to the hot or bad weather; and the ‘Temple’ section to the
monsoons, which break the terrible heat and renew the cycle” (142). The fact that the entire
novel is structured around India’s seasons clearly indicates the importance of climate here. But
what is more significant is Forster’s depiction of India’s varied and embodied ecosystem. Indeed,
early in the novel during the “Mosque” section, there is a moment when Ronny tells Mrs. Moore,
“There’s nothing in India but the weather....It is the Alpha and the Omega of the whole affair”
(Forster 50). The hot weather associated with the “Caves” section is particularly harmful to the
human world: the sun is often depicted in menacing terms. However, the weather and the
landscape are given elements of creative self-determination to the point where they are literally
deified, showing alterity and supremacy over human subjects in a sly subversion of JudeoChristian theology. Forster’s novel may be problematic in his Eurocentric depiction of Indians,
but Forster’s representation of the Indian landscape is inherently sympathetic to the lives of
Indians and the threat of Imperialism. Forster shows British anxieties over land control in their
construction of spatial division. Yet animals in India disregard human spatial boundaries and the
landscape and the Sun itself are resistant to Imperial expectations and picturesque desire, with
the entire landscape not just given an embodied voice, but one that can mediate on behalf of
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Indian subjects. As Buell says, the environment is not simply a secondary concern, nor is it a
“framing device” with human desire “the legitimate interest.”
Take for example, that the British Empire attempts to control the land around townsfolk
and farmers; a spatial distance exists between the British and Indians. The British Imperial
officers use the Indian landscape as a means to separate themselves and Indians even further
away from the Indian world; this, in a sense, creates a means to establish power and create a
logic of Imperial distance away from the very Colonial subjects who themselves are owed the
land. Early in the novel, Forster mentions that the civil station is “laid out” “on the second rise”
over Chandrapore and a line of “toddy palms and neem trees and mangoes and pepul…hide the
bazaars” from the British line of sight (Forster 4). Already the reader of A Passage to India is
given a sense of literal spatial distance that the Indian subjects are subject to by British Imperial
officers. Humorously, this is done in two ways. (1) The “civil station” of the British rests literally
above Indians, creating a sense of superiority in that the subjects of Empire are literally above its
objects [Indians], and (2) that the landscape is no longer picturesque and has been manipulated in
such a way that the landmass has been wrought so as to hide commercial networks that need not
be hidden in the first place. Capitalist deforestation must occur so as to create mercantile capital
that would benefit Indians; there is a literal “dividing line.” Ian Baucom, writing in Out of Place:
Englishness, Empire, and the Locations of Identity, that a “row of trees...mark[s] the ‘anxiety’
line of empire,” and indeed British Imperial subjects in A Passage to India use them to make
theirs “a world apart, a world closed in on itself, a world serenely, or perhaps nervously, refusing
to make contact with the India that surrounds” (Baucom 102). Forster continues with a
description of the rainfall’s effect on the land:
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Especially after the rains do they screen what passes below, but at all times, even
when scorched or leafless…glorify the city to the English people who inhabit the
rise, so that new-comers cannot believe it to be as meager as it is described, and
have to be driven down to acquire disillusionment. (Forster 4-5).
Pascale Guilbert says, “A landscape is the more or less ephemeral effect of an enormous sum of
relations – from its very natural-historical economy (its ecology), to its apprehension, then
expression and finally receptions” (Guilbert 18). Forster uses this moment so as to depict that
this high rise is used by the British as a commodity only for their consumption, and for them, it
reproduces and represents their predomince over and isolation from both human and nonhuman
India. Indian subjects, as a result of this, must participate in creating landmass as a commodity
that can be manipulated so as to generate capital that was denied to them in the first place and
this, in some way, creates the “disillusionment” that the Indians suffer.
I note that the British attempt, in A Passage to India, to establish a line of spatial division
amongst themselves and Indian subjects, but this spatial separation is meant to establish a sense
of “neatness” upon the natural construction of the Indian landscape as well. Forster notes that the
civil station is “sensibly planned” (Forster 5), and Aziz wearies of the “arid tidiness” (Forster 13)
of colonial India. If the Indian landscape is embodied by “hundreds of voices” and is thus
personified in its multitude of voices, then the colonial desire or drive to “regulate” or change
towards a sense of “sensible planning” is an inherent attempt to overcome the natural shapes of
the Indian landscape.13 The British Empire is intent on negating the “naturalness” of the
landscape itself and Forster notes that they build roads which “[intersect] at right angles” and are
“named after victorious generals,” and these roads “[symbolize]...the net Great Britain [has]
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If we take Forster at his word here, then the Indian landscape has agency.
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thrown over India” (Forster 13). After the all-too spoken of incident in the Marabar caves, which
are said to be “notoriously like one another,” Ronny tells Adela that “in the future they [are] to
be numbered in sequence with white dye” (Forster 221). Not only are the British intent on
“overcoming” the “mystery” and “muddle” of even the most confusing of sceneries, but the
literal act of placing white tint or “dye” on the Indian Marabar caves is an attempt to negate
Indian sameness so as to be replaced by a British Imperial “Whiteness.” This potential attempt
by the British Empire to literally “color” the mysterious caves is one attempt to show dominion
over what the British Empire views as the inferior, brown, and subjugated agency of Indians.14 If
the idea of maintaining and regulating space is the business of Empire, then these moments show
the British in Chandrapore to be clearly invested so as to maintain the “status quo” and to try to
regulate commerce and create a commercialized, unnatural landscape. However, the Indian
landscape is not so easily willing to bend a knee to Imperial power. David Medalie argues that
“even when the Indians...seem to be subservient, the landscape of India never is” (Medalie 29).
Here, the natural world of India is noted to have a merciless and malicious character; Aziz later,
rather infamously, states that, “nothing embraces the whole of India, nothing, nothing” (Forster
160). And this thrice-negation is undoubtedly significant in India’s active character. This active
character of India, the one of denial and the one of “mystery and muddle,” is, in fact, an active
landscape that hardly encourages older Eurocentric Romantic notions that man is “one” with the
Earth. It also affirms Buell’s view that human history is implicated in natural history and Bates’s
notion of the engagement with man and Earth, but in A Passage to India, it is not a
Wordsworthian noontime picturesque walk filled with enjoyment and for artistic appreciation, an
experience replete with negative and/or confounding consequences.
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The British in A Passage to India are noted by Forster to compare the “mysterious” land
of India to the land of the British or Italian Empire. This attempt at a comparison magnifies the
confusion already felt by British subjects in India. India’s landscape is active, but it is also
deliberately mysterious and incalculable compared to other Eurocentric models. Forster notes
that Fielding records that “India has few important towns. India is the country, field, fields, then
hills, jungle, hills, and more fields....How can the mind take hold of such a country?” (Forster
150). Fielding’s impulse when describing India is that of an Orientalist instinct, and yet it
confuses him. Fielding is unaware of how consequential British Imperial control has been in
attempting to create a “constructed” India, defying a Eurocentric desire for a neat and
picturesque Romantic walk. When Fielding is journeying through the rustic, “organized”
landscape of Italy, Forster notes that Fielding thinks of India, but in comparison to Venetian
architecture: “the buildings of Venice...[which] [stand] in the right place,” but compared to the
Orient, all is amiss because “[in] India […] everything [is] placed wrong” (313). Once again, this
desire for “correctness” and “order” is driven by an Orientalist and Imperial desire, but it is also
one shaped by capital and commercial interests: that of tourism and adventure.
There is in, fact, an interesting meta-textual reference inherent in A Passage to India that
indicates to me, at least, that Forster was very much aware of how deliberate his depiction of the
Indian landscape is, and how the Indian landscape is meant to deliberately defy and subvert
older, Eurocentric models such as Wordsworth’s. There is a moment halfway through the novel
when Adela and Mrs. Moore look upon the sunrise of India:
Colour throbbed and mounted behind a pattern of trees, grew in intensity, was yet
brighter, incredibly brighter, strained from without against the globe of the air....
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But at the supreme moment, when night should have died and day lived, nothing
occurred....The sun rose without splendor. (Forster 151-152).
The first half of A Passage to India represents an expectation or a desire meant to be fulfilled of
the notion of the Romantic picturesque. This expectation is almost akin to a literal sexual desire
that is not fulfilled: “it grew in intensity…yet brighter…incredibly brighter…but at the supreme
moment….” “The supreme moment” itself is never achieved, and there is a longing that is
deliberately withheld by the Indian landscape: “the sun rose without splendor.” To these
Eurocentric eyes, to their gaze, not even the Indian sun intends to come out in glory nor does it
allow itself to be subject to white, colonial scrutiny. And then, oddly, Forster notes, Adela and
Ronny mention that, “England has it as regards sunrises. Do you remember Grasmere?” (152).
This statement is twofold in nature: the reference to England in the context of the Indian sunrise
indicates to the reader that Adela and Mrs. Moore do not view this Indian sunrise as “sunrise”
par excellence or even an “authentic” sunrise. A Passage to India also designates, as I’ve already
described, a sense of disappointment or alienation. Catherine Lanone mentions that: “Thrust up
through the soil establishes the boundary of the Marabar caves, a hybrid shape which plays on
anthropomorphic imagery to suggest alienation, something which the human brain and hand can
neither contain, nor accurately represent” (Lanone 232). Though Lanone refers to the Marabar
caves explicitly, the more general notion of alienation is something crucial. “Grasmere” refers to
Dorothy Wordsworth’s Al Foxden Journals and Wordsworth’s site of creation for The Prelude.
This sudden reference and contrast in regards to the site of Wordsworthian creation shows to the
reader that Adela and Mrs. Moore exhibit a Eurocentric expectation of the Indian landscape even
when it is being artificially operated or constructed on, but marvel and lament when it refuses to
act according to its oppressors, relatives, or “associates” of the Imperial persecutors’ desire.
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But, beyond defying expectation, the Indian sun is also referred to as a “herald of
horrors” (Forster 124) that overcomes the “the orderly hopes of humanity” (Forster 234). India is
expressed as an actual physical oppressor to the oppressors themselves.15 If the British intend to
swallow up India, and not be confounded by its “mystery” or “muddle,” then the Indian sun is
clearly an agent of negation and resistance and is meant to be described in unromantic, nonEurocentric terms so as to avoid any of the older, Wordsworthian Romantic poeticism
traditionally attributed to it.
I have noted the sun as one aspect of landscape that defies colonial expectation, but it
also is violently hostile and resistant to “orderly” desire. What further confounds the Oriental
desire or British understanding of India is a remark I have already mentioned: Aziz’ own
declaration that “nothing embraces the whole of India, nothing, nothing” (Forster 160). I have
made reference to the fact that India is exemplified as “embodied” or “active” and Forster takes
great pains to point this out in detail: Forster writes that there are “a hundred Indias” (Forster 12),
and that “the fissures in the Indian soil are infinite” (Forster 327). Guilbert says, of
environmental character, that, “It runs not as a clear open stream on the surface representation,
but rather as an against the grain under current” (Guilbert 25). Furthermore, Forster notes that
these various “Indias” “fuss and squabble so tiresomely” that British agents would indeed be
conflicted as to how to identify them or sort them (Forster 293). India defies expectation and
resists the orderly Oriental impulse of the British. The Indian landscape in and of itself
challenges the Imperial desire to subjugate the land.
I also want to make note of how Forster uses animals to delineate Imperial spatial
boundaries. Another noteworthy moment of dialogue is Ronny’s comment, “Nothing’s private in
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In other words, if the sun is regarded as part of the Indian landscape, and the British exert dominance over it, then
the Indian sun is clearly not playing the game of the British Empire.
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India” (32). Ronny’s comment refers to more than just the occlusion of commercial networks by
the use of shrubbery that I alluded to earlier. This negation, or rather a negation of “the private
sphere” or spatial boundaries by the Indian landscape itself, is not just being performed by the
landscape, but also by non-human actors that represent the “whole of India.” This is most clearly
seen in the lack of discretion given to humans by the animal world that Forster depicts in A
Passage to India. Though the house across from Aziz’s “belong[s] to two brothers,” a squirrel
“seem[s] the only occupant” (Forster 123), and when Mrs. Moore finds a wasp on her coat peg, it
may be because “he mistook the peg for a branch” (Forster 134). As I alluded to earlier, an
associate of the British Empire becomes objectified by the wasp and “the whole of India.”
Indeed, Forster notes, “no Indian animal has any sense of an interior. Bats, rats, birds, insects
will as soon nest inside a house as out” (34). These animals, and indeed all of the animals in A
Passage to India show extraordinary derision for human actors. Or rather, the animals display an
“against the grain” current, as Guilbert notes, that allows the Indian landscape to be embodied by
animals belonging to its own ecosystem. These animals in A Passage to India defy Imperial
boundaries and this subverts the older Romantic turn towards the “oneness” of
Anthropomorphism. Instead of the British agent’s use of the land exhibiting or displaying an
Imperial power dynamic, non-human representations are clearly significant to Forster’s A
Passage to India in that they provide alternative ways of seeing how power dynamics are
constructed via non-human actors.
At the very end of A Passage to India, we are left with the results of the incident with the
Marabar caves. There is a trial, and what follows is a dissolution of the much-talked about aspect
of the novel proper: the failure of the Western liberal project in Forster’s portrayal of the
disruption of the friendship between Aziz and Fielding. However, while this is, appropriately, a
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much discussed aspect of A Passage to India, I do not see much conversation about the
landscape that surrounds the two actors as their friendship dissolves in front of the reader’s eyes.
Fielding pleads with Aziz to remain friends, but Aziz can only muster that this can only be when
India is no longer subject to British Colonial rule: “Why can’t we be friends now?....It’s what I
want. It’s what you want” (362). Unfortunately, the reader never directly receives an answer
from Aziz in response to Fielding’s inquiry about what’s different “now.” However, while Aziz
himself does not actually address Fielding and it is as much of “a non-answer” as Isabella’s nonanswer to the Duke at the very end of William Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure, this is not
actually the case. The reader of A Passage to India need only look at the closing, beautiful lines
of the novel:
The horses didn’t want it—they swerved apart; the earth didn’t want it, sending
up rocks through which riders must pass single file; the temples, the tank, the jail,
the palace, the birds, the carrion, the Guest House....they didn’t want it, they said
in their hundred voices, ‘No, not yet,’ and the sky said, ‘No, not there.’ (Forster
362)
In short, the answer comes not from Aziz himself, but from the landscape itself: the landscape
speaks for Aziz and even mediates on his behalf, since Aziz is also considered part of “the whole
of India.” If the sun, the wasp, or even squirrels are to be defined as transgressors, then logically,
it follows that even the landscape, not just these specific elements of the non-human world of
India, should also be against Fielding. While it is true that the Forster’s A Passage to India is
inherently contradictory in its Eurocentric depiction of Indian actors, it must be applauded in that
some satisfactory ending is delivered here. It should be all the more apparent that while human
actors are important to the narrative of A Passage to India, they are by no means the most
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defining aspect of the novel itself, and the Indian landscape is one that affects characters and plot
and one that explains and delineates spatial boundaries. It is, in a very real sense, giving voice to
both inanimate objects and the inanimate landscape and to animals. If anything, the landscape of
A Passage to India is not simply there for human commercial interest, it is there to delineate the
reality of imperialism, even if the critique of the British Empire is inherently lacking. Indeed, if
the novel follows the tripartite structure or “seasons” as Medalie suggests, then consider all the
more how satisfactory the ending of the novel actually is. The “synthesis” of the “Temple” that
follows from its thesis and antithesis is not simply Eliot’s “Shantih” refrain, but a coda to the
possible end of Eurocentric desire with the dissolution of Aziz and Fielding’s friendship. The
call of “God si Love” is not a call to universal embodiment mediated via Hinduism: it simply
crumbles under the threat of British Imperialism and is negated by the Indian landscape and its
animals in the closing lines of A Passage to India.
_____________________________________________________________________________

Howard’s End
If A Passage to India is a novel that can be read as an elegy to the British Empire and the
futility of colonial friendship, Howard’s End, the focus of this section, is more or less a novel
that describes England’s fate. And it is bleak. Forster’s Howard’s End shows families
representing different strands of the middle class: the humanist, intellectual Schlegels and the
business-like, materialistic Wilcoxes. When Mrs. Wilcox dies, her heirs discovers a hand-written
note informing them she would like to leave her family home, Howards End, to her friend
Margaret Schlegel.16 The Wilcoxes destroy the note and ignore its sentiments, but the families
remain in contact, and Margaret eventually becomes engaged to Henry Wilcox. Drama worthy of
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a 19th century Victorian novel follows: there is infidelity, betrayal, economic destitution, and
perhaps not surprisingly, murder. At the end of the novel, Margaret inherits the titular family
home.
It is my opinion that in Howard’s End, Forster seems concerned with, as Clark argues in
his Cambridge Introduction to Literature and the Environment, “an originally healthy, fulfilled
or unalienated human nature that modern society...[has] suppressed, divided or distorted and that
needs to be restored” (16). Forster’s depictions of town and country and of the natural world’s
devastation at the hands of both the city and industrial modernization function as part of a longstanding tradition known as pastoralism. Buell highlights pastoral’s connection to the original
basic sentiments of ecocriticism when he describes it as, “the idea of [re]turn to a less urbanized,
more ‘natural’ state of existence” (31). This was also a common theme for the writers of the
Romantic period, whose work is often understood to be an early precursor to ecocriticism.17
Romantic writers subsequently developed “a recurrent antagonist” in their depiction of, as Clark
says, “[the] fragmentation of the ‘whole’ person by such phenomena as the division of labour,
[and the] overvaluation of rationality at the expense of spontaneous bonds of feeling both
between people and in relation to the non-human [and] the growth of cities” (16). In Howard’s
End, Forster’s evolving understanding of nature has at this point clearly developed along these
same lines. Forster presents Howard’s End as a beautiful English countryside filled with
impulsive, passionate characters in direct contrast to the modern, polluted, degrading city that,
according to Medalie, “eats away at the islands of tradition and refuge” (8). Characters feel
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decentered from the urban landscape of London, where mechanized vehicles literally contribute
to the degradation of the land, and even murder animals (again).18
In this section I argue that Forster’s intends Howard’s End to function as a deconstruction
of the fabled “pastoral.” Though the characters of Howard’s End visit a variety of England’s
counties, the land of Howard’s End, in particular, is invariably described in romantic, idealized
terms. Howards End in Hertfordshire, is, as Forster describes, “a place...[with] wonderful
powers....It kills what is dreadful and makes what is beautiful alive,” and it is “in these English
farms, if anywhere, [that] one might see life steadily and see it whole...[and] connect—connect
without bitterness until all men are brothers” (Forster 215, 192). In some amusingly perverse
way, the land is described as the external force that unites humanity; never mind that murder,
infidelity, and betrayal all take place amidst this backdrop. At Howard’s End (the place), Forster
describes the landscape as having “delicious air” (2). Margaret Schlegel is, as Foster writes,
“struck by the fertility of the soil,” for this is a land where “even the weeds…[are] intensely
green” (143). Weeds, which are already green in nature, are comically stated to be “intensely”
so, just to drive the point home. The general landscape of Howard’s End is complete with a
“little river” that “… [allegedly] whisper [s]... messages from the west” and “nibbl[es] its green
peninsula” and with a “swirling gold” sunset, the landscape is romanticized to the point that
“fairyland must lie above the bend” of the hills (154, 178, 160). If the fabled land of A Passage
to India’s orient could communicate to the British Empire to stay out, then the opposite is clear
here: the land of Howard’s End communicates perverse ecological fantasies to the westerner that
affirm the fetisihization of Romanticism before the idealized England is promptly chipped away
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at by Londoners.19 For Forster, England’s rural lands are a place of natural beauty and
potentially even human decency.20
Throughout Howards End, Mrs. Wilcox is closely connected with her house and the land
on which it stands. In contrast to some of the other characters present in Howard’s End, Mrs.
Wilcox is wholly connected to Howard’s End, in an almost perverse mingling that reads as a
satire on Romantic descriptions of nature, or as another “Shantih” refrain.21 The first image of
Mrs. Wilcox is one that is repeated several times before her early death: “Mrs. Wilcox [is]...in
the garden....Trail, trail, [goes] her long dress over the sopping grass, and she [comes] back with
her hands full of the hay...she [keeps] on smelling it….Mrs. Wilcox reappears, trail, trail, still
smelling hay and looking at the flowers” (Forster 2). Mrs. Wilcox is continually described in
connection with her home, for she is described as “seem[ing] to belong…to the house, and to the
tree that overshadows] it” (Forster 14). Indeed, Mrs. Wilcox is so closely tied to the house that
had it been “pulled down”—as it nearly once was—“it would have killed [her]” as well (Forster
59). For Mrs. Wilcox, Howard’s End is “a spirit,” the “Holy of Holies,” the “one passion in her
life” (Forster 70, 60).22 Mrs. Wilcox is equally connected to its grounds, frequently seen with “a
wisp of hay in her hands” and even described as one: “she [is] a wisp of hay, a flower,”
“[knowing] no more of worldly wickedness than [do] the flowers in her garden or the grass in
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her field” (Forster 52, 63). After Mrs. Wilcox’s death, Forster notes that is it is understandably,
“especially in the garden, that [her family] [feels] her loss most” (66).23 It is a bizarre
fetishization that writers of the Romantic period probably would have appreciated, but it is
telling that so many other characters in Howard’s End either feel disconnected from the land or
lay waste to it.
While Mrs. Wilcox and Miss Avery of Howard’s End are the most strongly connected
with the natural world, the male characters of the novel never even come close. Two telling
aspects in that novel are the name of the house itself and the pig’s teeth lodged in the tree
situated nearby. Howards End, symbol of natural England, maintains Mrs. Wilcox’s maiden
name.24 It is in this sense as well that the larger landscape, or the earth, adopts matrilenal or
matriarchal aspects, akin to a literal “mother earth,” subverting expectations and subverting
laws.25 Both Mrs. Wilcox and Miss Avery are clear as to who should and shall inherit the
house—and it is not the men of the family. Furthermore, Mr. Wilcox reveals his disconnect from
the house and even his own familial knowledge and his ignorance of nature itself when he
dismisses the folklore behind the pig’s teeth of the elm tree and simply remarks that their was
placed long ago and dismisses their magical ability (Forster 50). Though it is noted by Forster

It is through this mystic connection with the natural land that Forster notes that Mrs. Wilcox is also seen as “a
woman of undefinable rarity” with almost supernatural sensitivity and intuition (Forster 60). In almost comic
fashion, even after Mrs. Wilcox’s death, Margaret comments, “I feel that [we] are only fragments of that woman’s
mind. She knows everything. She is everything. She is the house, and the tree that leans on it....She knew about
realities. She knew when people were in love, though she was not in the room” (Forster 225). It is from her deep
connection with the natural world that Mrs. Wilcox draws her strength, her wisdom, and her near-omniscience (70).
Playing a much smaller but still symbolically important role in this novel is Miss Avery, an elderly woman who
lives on the farm bordering Howard’s End and who takes care of the Wilcoxes' home when it is unoccupied. Like
Mrs. Wilcox, Miss Avery is yet another character who is seemingly supernaturally connected to the earth, as if, just
like Mrs. Wilcox, the two are one.
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that “no one comes to the tree” any longer, Mrs. Wilcox is keenly aware of them and believes in
the magical abilities of the teeth (Forster 50). Mrs. Wilcox shares this knowledge with her female
spiritual heir Margaret, but when Margaret mentions it to Henry—“Aren't there pig’s teeth in the
wych-elm?”—he is incredulous and retorts, “What a rum notion! Of course not!” (Forster 135).
The women believe in the folklore; the men do not. Later “to [Mr. Wilcox’s] surprise” he
discovers they do exist when Margaret shows them to him (Forster 147). This tree and its teeth
help construct an almost feminized naturalistic rhythm – and it is almost only felt by the women
of the novel. In a nod again to matrilineality, Forster depicts this knowledge being passed down
from women to women, satirizing patriarchal notions of stewardship of nature and subverting
older, Romantic depictions of nature that were predominately crafted by male authors. The men
are clueless; the woman are not.
In Howards End, Forster asks of a particular railway station, “Into which country
will it lead, England or Suburbia?” (Forster 9). According to Forster, the two are mutually
exclusive, and indicate the damage of industrialization to Londoners’ sense of place. And not
unlike a scene from one of Charles Dickens’s industrial novels, these urban English landscapes
are the antagonists portrayed by Romantic writers of the days: the city is as devilish and grim as
Coketown in Dickens’s Hard Times, and as vile as the fog in Charles Dickens’s Bleak House.26
The city is already complicit in the destruction of those connected with nature; after Mrs.
Wilcox’s death, many of her friends believe that “London [has] done the mischief’ (Forster 62).27
More such cases are likely to follow, for Forster writes, though “London…stimulates, it cannot
sustain [human life as the natural world can]” (Forster 107). In any case, London and the specter
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of Industrialism cannot sustain human life as well as the natural world can. Consider also that
although Leonard Bast comes from noble blood, the environment of London has done its best to
stifle anything “natural” or good in him. Leonard is practically sterile – and this is practically
“unnatural.”
Leonard has inherited from his family a desire to “get back to the earth,” but, living in
London, he goes through something of an existential crisis (Forster 84). Leonard attempts to
reach some point of self-actualization by reading, and in one noteworthy moment, by walking all
through the night, though starting from London he only gets so far as the “suburban hills”
(Forster 89).28 Leonard’s work as a clerk is unfulfilling, and he questions “the good of living in a
room for ever,” stating, “There one goes on day after day, same old game, same up and down to
town, until you forget there is any other game. You ought to see once in a way what’s going on
outside” (Forster 85). In spite of these ambitions and desires, Leonard cannot quite reach a sense
of fulfillment. He feels crushed by a London in which he is “very much part of the picture”
(Forster 87). Forster’s illustration of this is telling. While the reader can interpret this as a
conscious callback to the Romantic picturesque, when one considers how disconnected Leonard
is from the natural world, it is actually quite the opposite: Leonard is part of the picture. Leonard
has no ecological visions of creativity seen in Romantic writers. Leonard is but a dot in our
grander universe. Leonard’s is a life of “petulance and squalor”; he himself is “colourless,
toneless,” and lastly, he has those “already the mournful eyes that are so common in London,”
and his flat is described as “dark as well as stuffy” (Forster 87; 82; 34). Leonard has literally
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This is quite noteworthy, as these are the same walking tours associated not just with wealth, but with the
Romantic period, seen in works such as Wordsworth’s “Lines Written (or Composed) a Few Miles above Tintern
Abbey, on Revisiting the Banks of the Wye during a Tour, July 13, 1798.”
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been sterilized, mentally and physically damaged by living in London.29 Self-actualization is
impossible without being associated with some sense of literal place.
The famous injunction of Howards End “only connect” may be read with regard to places
as well as to people (133). Mrs. Wilcox is connected with Howard’s End, Stephen with
Wiltshire, Rickie with Cambridge, and the Schlegels first with Wickham Place, and later with
Howards End. But in London this connection to place is difficult to feel for almost any character.
London’s continual flux creates a “rootless” society. Forster deplores this civilization of luggage
and believes that “historians of the future will note how the middle classes accreted possessions
without taking root in the earth, and may find in this the secret of their imaginative poverty”
(Forster 107). I would argue that full self-actualization may be impossible without being
associated with some place.30 In London this connection is difficult to feel, and the Wilcoxes are
a blatant example of what it means to be placeless.
The Wilcoxes “collect houses” and constantly find an excuse to move somewhere
new (Forster 121). Howard’s End is both “impossibly small” with “endless drawbacks,”
and their house in Ducie Street likewise “has huge drawbacks” such as a “mews behind”
(Forster 96, 130). Margaret asks Henry Wilcox in desperation, “Don’t you believe in having a
permanent home?” (Forster 186).31 However, it is clear that the answer is no. More than merely

Given Leonard’s lineage, he should be entitled by his parentage to be as close to the land as Mrs. Wilcox, but
Forster denies him this. Instead, he is consumed by a soulless, dehumanizing city.
30
For example, this is often associated with sociological studies depicting socio-economic status. Part of who I am
is because I am Jackson Heights born and raised. I’d argue some deeper relationship to place is necessary. Hence
why it may be an amusing reality to see ideals of cosmopolitanism, “the citizen of the world,” thrown around in
some imagined future where we truly live in a society that is, for example, also post-racial, but place is important to
the self. This is why the battle for citizenship is so crucial. Not just for legal reasons.
31
I would argue further that since the Wilcoxes view the world in material terms (i.e. as a commodity to buy), it
leads to their own destruction in that they have no authentic sense of place, no awareness of place, and no
appreciation of their spatial identity. They merely see place as something that offers social convenience. Place, to
the Wilcoxes, is seen in almost superficial terms. This is why Margaret asks, “Don’t you believe in having a
permanent home?”
29
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an inauthentic attitude, though, the Wilcoxes seem to have no sense of place whatsoever. Forster
writes that, “[the Wilcoxes] have no part in...any place. It is not their names that recur in the
parish register. It is not their ghosts that sigh among the alders at evening. They have swept into
the valley and swept out of it, leaving a little dust and a little money behind” (179). The
Wilcoxes are placeless, and are decentered from their own landscape and spatial reality.32
In addition to the horror of cities and suburbs he displays in these novels, Forster
also condemns modernization for its effects on England’s natural land. From an ecocritical
standpoint, these depictions are the most important in the novel, far more than the disconnected
realities faced by some of the characters in Howard’s End. As I mentioned earlier, the vilest
villains in the novel are not humans necessarily, but motor vehicles as their presence causes
damage to the environment.33 Forster writes that while Margaret “detest[s]” riding in cars, “what
[Charles Wilcox] enjoys most is a motor tour,” and Henry confidently asserts, “The motor’s
come to stay....One must get about” (Forster 141, 50). Even before Margaret and Charles get
behind the wheel, their use of automobiles disrupts nature. Henry even commits an offense
against the landscape that Mrs. Wilcox loves so much: Henry “build[s] a little [garage]...in what
used to be the paddock for the pony” (Forster 50).34 Once the cars are in motion, their effects on
the natural world are horrifying. Forster writes that the people inside become nothing more than
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Not coincidentally, the Wilcoxes are also some of the least in tune with nature of any characters in these novels, to
the point that they can barely stand being outside for any amount of time. From the very opening of the novel, their
truly emblematic hay fever is prominent. None of them, except of course for the first Mrs. Wilcox, can “stand up
against a field in June” (Forster 196). When Helen initially visits Howards End, she notes that each member of the
clan attempts to come outdoors but is forced back in almost immediately: “Charles Wilcox [is] practising
[croquet]....Presently he start[s] sneezing and [has] to stop. Then...it is Mr. Wilcox practicing, and then, '’-tissue, atissue’: he has to stop too. Then Evie comes out...and then she says ‘a-tissue,’ and in she goes” (Forster 2).
33
As I also mention earlier, the car kills a cat in Howard’s End. This offense against nature is then simply dismissed
because material wealth can allegedly compensate the heartbreak over losing a pet.
34
It is noted by Forster that this is the same paddock (i.e. stable) that Mrs. Wilcox loved more dearly than the garden
itself (66). Henry dedicates a space in the home by destroying a space for an animal. The machines win out over the
animals in an industrial world.
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“dust, and a stink,” and they are completely cut off from nature: “they [have] no part with the
earth and its emotions” (Forster 153). Margaret feels her “sense of space” destroyed as “trees,
houses, people, animals, hills [merge] and [heave] into one dirtiness” (Forster 142, 146).35
Air pollution is another serious indictment against this form of travel. When Charles is in
the car, it is noted that the cloud of dust, “some of it...percolat[ing] through the open windows,
some...[destroying] the roses and gooseberries of the wayside garden, while a certain
proportion... [go into] the lungs of the villagers” (Forster 12). Later, the car does further damage
to the natural world when a cat is run over and killed.36 Charles seems unconcerned with all these
effects; he nonchalantly “wonder[s] when they’ll...tar the roads” and “exclaim[s]...triumphantly,
‘It’s only a rotten cat,’” dismissing the episode since “the girl [it belongs to] will receive
compensation” (Forster 12, 152, 153).37 In the final scene of the novel, Margaret and Helen note
that, “London’s creeping” towards Howards End (Forster 243). The use of “creeping” is apt: the
industrial world, its smog and pollution, will also eventually envelop the holy of holies,
Howard’s End. Even at this natural, holy site, they can see the “red rust” of the city looming
ever closer (Forster 243).38 Cheryl Glotfelty states that, “most ecocritical work[s] shares
a...troubling awareness that we have reached the age of environmental limits, a time when the
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If the goal of the Romantic writers was to elevate the picturesque, then its inverse is subsequently felt here where
Forster subverts this completely. All of nature subsequently becomes “dirty,” dirty because of the aftereffects of
carbon footprints. The unity of nature and (wo)man promised by characters such as Mrs. Wilcox is simply dispelled
and is dialectically opposed by characters such as Margaret and Charles, representing a new future wherein
characters become subject to the products created by unbridled capitalism.
36
Forster does this repeatedly in his novels, such as A Passage to India. Man’s machines repeatedly destroy the
natural landscape and animals.
37
Material wealth and the egoism associated with unbridled capitalism has replaced environmental stewardship.
What did unbridled capitalism produce? The motor car. A vehicle that even today is responsible for one fifth of the
entire United States’ carbon emissions.
38
Not unlike the dangers of the fog in Dickens’s Bleak House. If the fog of Bleak House is a metaphor for
confusion, then the “red rust” functions as the “illusion” that the products of industrialization pose no threat
whatsoever to the natural world. It is unfortunate that it took the COVID-19 pandemic to make more individuals
aware of how truly responsible we are for the world’s carbon emissions. While it may be adorable, for example, to
see whales in the Hudson River, this should be more common and was only possible because a global pandemic
briefly stopped carbon emissions.
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consequences of human actions are damaging the planet’s basic life support systems” (Glotfelty
XX). If a goal of ecocritical studies is to reveal the harm that humans inflict on the environment,
then Forster is a successful ecocritic, albeit a prototypical ecocritic.
______________________________________________________________________________

Conclusion:
Clearly an interest in place, environment, and nature and their connection to and
influence on and from humanity can be traced throughout A Passage to India and Howard’s End.
Does this, however, mean that Forster was an early environmentalist? In my studies and
research, I have not found an agreed-upon opinion about this. Certainly, E.M. Forster is no Greta
Thunberg, and these two novels can be stated to only marginally contain “moral” arguments for
the Earth’s environmental well-being. While you could argue that E.M. Forster’s concern for the
environment can be seen as Romantic “fetishization,” that does not mean he did not care about
the landscape. In the same way, one could argue that while Dickens’s concern for the poor was
largely paternalistic, this does not take away the value of his condemnation of the mistreatment
of workers. Though Forster largely idealizes the countryside, he makes it clear that unless human
beings change their ways, England’s natural environment will not survive. This is not exactly a
warning that has been received warmly. There is a large specter creeping upon London at the end
of Howard’s End – England’s future is by no means secure. As A Passage to India functions as
an elegy of the British Empire, Forster’s Howard’s End reads almost as an elegy of London’s
suburban landscape and the coming horror of global warming. It is by no means surprising that
events from the past two decades have made us significantly more aware of our failing
infrastructure and lack of environmental stewardship: the 2011 Tohoku earthquake; Hurricane
Sandy’s effects on the United States in 2012; the breakdown of Texas’ power grid; the recent
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flooding of large scale cities such as New York City which were previously seen to be
“untouchable.” The looming threat of urban expansion has been felt. Its effects have been all too
real. Any good “green” novel should at least make you think of the connections we have to our
world today. Howard’s End most certainly does that. Forster uses the landscape to subvert
patriarchal expectations of male dominated stewardship of the land; he subverts older, dated,
Romantic fetisihization of the environment; depicts the disconnectedness of youth not unlike
what I have seen in my colleagues here at Hunter College with their own lived environmental
and social realities; and makes his audience hyper-aware of the aftereffects of the Industrial
Revolution.
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